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TRANSIT COOPERATIVE RESEARCH PROGRAM

The nation's growth and the need to meet mobility,
environmental, and energy objectives place demands on public
transit systems. Current systems, some of which are old and in need
of upgrading, must expand service area, increase service frequency,
and improve efficiency to serve these demands. Research is
necessary to solve operating problems, to adapt appropriate new
technologies from other industries, and to introduce innovations into
the transit industry. The Transit Cooperative Research Program
(TCRP) serves as one of the principad means by which the transit
industry can develop innovative near-term solutions to meet demands
placed onit.

The need for TCRP was originaly identified in TRB Special
Report 213--Research for Public Transit: New Directions, published
in 1987 and based on a study sponsored by the Federal Transit
Administration (FTA). A report by the American Public Transit
Association (APTA), Transportation 2000, also recognized the need
for local, problem-solving research. TCRP, modeled after the
longstanding and successful National Cooperative Highway Research
Program, undertakes research and other technica activities in
response to the needs of transit service providers. The scope of vice
configuration, equipment, facilities, operations, human resources,
maintenance, policy, and administrative practices.

TCRP was established under FTA sponsorship in July 1992.
Proposed by the U.S. Department of Transportation, TCRP was
authorized as part of the Intermodal Surface Transportation
Efficiency Act of 1991 (ISTEA). On May 13, 1992, a memorandum
agreement outlining TCRP operating procedures was executed by the
three cooperating organizations: FTA, the Nationa Academy of
Sciences, acting through the Transportation Research Board (TRB),
and the Transit Development Corporation, Inc. (TDC), a nonprofit
educational and research organization established by APTA. TDC is
responsible for forming the independent governing board, designated
asthe TCRP Oversight and Project Selection (TOPS) Committee

Research problem statements for TCRP are solicited
periodically but may be submitted to TRB by anyone at anytime. It is
the responsibility of the TOPS Committee to formulate the research
program by identifying the highest priority projects. As part of the
evauation, the TOPS Committee defines funding levels and expected
products.

Once sdlected, each project is assigned to an expert pandl,
appointed by the Transportation Research Board The panels prepare
project statements (requests for proposals), sdlect contractors, and
provide technical guidance and counsel throughout the life of the
project. The process for developing research problem statements and
selecting research agencies has been used by TRB in managing
cooperative research programs since 1962. As in other TRB
activities, TCRP project panels serve voluntarily without
compensation

Because research cannot have the desired impact if products
fail to reach the intended audience, specia emphasis is placed on
disseminating TCRP results to the intended end-users of the research:
transit agencies, service providers, and suppliers. TRB provides a
series of research reports, syntheses of transit practice, and other
supporting material developed by TCRP research. APTA will
arrange for workshops, training aids, field visits, and other activities
to ensure that results are implemented by urban and rural transit
industry practitioners.

The TCRP provides a forum where transit agencies can
cooperatively address common operational problems. TCRP results
support and complement other ongoing transit research and training
programs.
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PREFACE

FOREWORD
By Staff
Transportation
Research Board

A vast storehouse of information exists on many subjects of concern to the
transit industry. This information has resulted from research and from the successful
application of solutions to problems by individuals or organizations. There is a
continuing need to provide a systematic means for compiling this information and
making it available to the entire transit community in a usable format. The Transit
Cooperative Research Program includes a synthesis series designed to search for and
synthesize useful knowledge from all available sources and to prepare documented
reports on current practices in subject areas of concern to the transit industry.

This synthesis series reports on various practices, making specific
recommendations where appropriate but without the detailed directions usually
found in handbooks or design manuals. Nonetheless, these documents can serve
similar purposes, for each is a compendium of the best knowledge available on those
measures found to be successful in resolving specific problems. The extent to which
these reports are useful will be tempered by the user's knowledge and experience in
the particular problem area.

This synthesis will be of interest to transit agency managers, operations, and
human resources staffs who are responsible for attracting and retaining good
employees. It will also be of interest to others who interact with transit agencies to
help employees succeed. This synthesis presents state of the practice information
about the various actions transit agencies (and other employers) have taken to help
ensure the availability of quality employees in an increasingly competitive
employment environment. It focuses on the practices and policies transit agencies
have put in place to help minimize absenteeism at their agencies, from which other
agencies may find useful applications.

Administrators, practitioners, and researchers are continually faced with issues
or problems on which there is much information, either in the form of reports or in
terms of undocumented experience and practice. Unfortunately, this information
often is scattered or not readily available in the literature, and, as a consequence, in
seeking solutions, full information on what has been learned about an issue or
problem is not assembled. Costly research findings may go unused, valuable
experience may be overlooked, and full consideration may not be given to the
available methods of solving or alleviating the issue or problem. In an effort to
correct this situation, the Transit Cooperative Research Program (TCRP) Synthesis
Project, carried out by the Transportation Research Board as the research agency, has
the objective of reporting on common transit issues and problems and synthesizing
available information. The synthesis reports from this endeavor constitute a TCRP
publication series in which various forms of relevant information are assembled into
single, concise documents pertaining to a specific problem or closely related issues.

This document from the Transportation Research Board addresses three basic
categories: (1) Preventive Measures, designed to stop absenteeism from
occurring; (2)  Management Interventions, utilized to deal with absenteeism that
doesoccur; and (3)  Other Management Strategies. In particular, it focuses concern
on practices related to employee selection, internal motivation of employees, |abor-
management cooperation, supervisory involvement, incentive and discipline
programs, and workers compensation programs.



To develop this synthesis in a comprehensive manner and to ensure inclusion of significant knowledge,
available information was assembled from numerous sources, including a number of public transportation agencies.
A topic panel of experts inthe subject area was established to guide the researchers in organizing and evaluating the
collected data, and to review the final synthesis report.

This synthesis is an immediately useful document that records practices that were acceptable within the

limitations of the knowledge available at the time of its preparation. Asthe processes of advancement continue, new
knowledge can be expected to be added to that now at hand.
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SUMMARY

PRACTICESIN ASSURING EMPLOYEE
AVAILABILITY

The National Transit Database (Federal Transit Administration, U.S. Department of
Transportation) for report year 1996 indicates that labor and fringe benefits
comprised 76.4 percent of operating expenses at transit agencies in the United States
(National Transit Summaries and Trends for the 1996 National Transit Database).
Given the significance of labor expenses at transit agencies, identifying and
documenting actions to enhance worker performance in terms of attendance can
yield significant benefits. Assuring employee availability is a challenge facing transit
daily and will be a growing challenge in the future. Information is needed about
current practicesin controlling absenteeism and improving worker availability.

This report explores the various actions transit agencies (and other employers)
have taken to help ensure the availability of quality employees in an increasingly
competitive employment environment. Information in the report is based on survey
results received from 36 transit agencies from throughout the United States, as well
as specific information received from a half-dozen other transit agencies that were
not asked to respond to the full survey. Six different focus groups were facilitated
with 57 bus operators from a large transit agency to get a perspective on absenteeism
from the employees' point of view. In addition, an extensive literature review was
conducted to obtain information on how other public and private agencies were
dealing with the subject of employee availability.

The report focuses primarily on the practices and policies transit agencies have
put in place to help minimize absenteeism. These practices fall into three basic
categories. (1) preventive measures that are designed to prevent absences from
occurring, (2) management interventions that are used to deal with absenteeism that
doesoccur, and (3)  other management strategies.

Although many transit agencies continue to be plagued with high levels of
absenteeism, a number of techniques that help improve attendance performance are
being used successfully. The utilization of customized selection instruments and tests
for job applicants has helped transit agencies develop better personal profiles of
potential employees. Transit agencies have expressed satisfaction with the tests
predictive capabilities of new employees' attendance performance. Transit agencies
have increased their chances of minimizing absenteeism by improving the health of
their employees through wellness programs, health screenings, ergonomic
equipment, and training programs. Employee Assistance Programs help employees
cope with life's various pressures and provide much needed counseling for dealing
with such stress. Day care centers located at transit facilities are believed to reduce
absenteei sm among parent/employees with young children, though there has been no
cost-benefit analysis to determine if the subsidized cost of the day care service is
offset by savingsin reduced absenteeism.

Although there is considerable disagreement over the ability of financial
incentives to improve attendance, there is growing evidence that larger cash rewards
based on performance periods of less than ayear are much more achievable, popular,
and successful than



programs that require perfect attendance for a full year. Lottery programs that offer cash prizes and/or gift
certificates to those with excellent attendance records have also been popular and effective.

Transit agencies are providing represented (union) employees with more flexibility in their use of time off.
Many agencies allow their bus operators to swap days off with other operators who have similar work shifts, and a
number of agencies allow their bus operators to take some of their annual leave in daily rather than weekly
increments. These flexibility provisions help minimize absenteeism and foster better relations between represented
employees and management.

Tighter controls on the use of sick leave usually result in less absenteeism. It was remarkable how many
agencies admitted to not doing a good job of tracking absenteeism or enforcing attendance regulations. Those
agencies that take these responsibilities seriously, and dedicate resources and time to attend to such functions,
invariably enjoy better attendance. This practice alerts employees that their performance is being monitored, and
also provides managers with the opportunities to identify the causes of employees' absenteeism on a regular basis.
Consequently, they arein abetter position to assist employees with improving their performance.

A number of transit agencies have come to realize that there is a vital connection between attendance and how
well the agency establishes more personal, ongoing relationships with its employees. There may be serious
"disconnects" between represented employees and management at transit agencies, where transit managers have lost
touch with the pressures and unfavorable working conditions with which bus operators in particular must deal.
Focus groups of bus operators held at one large transit agency consistently reported on poor equipment and
facilities, unrealistic schedules, inadequate supervisory support, difficult passengers, and the absence of
communication with anyone in the agency. Those operators have basically determined that the agency doesn't care
about them; therefore, they are not going to be terribly concerned with taking afew days off sick when they feel the
need to just get away from the pressures of driving a bus.

A number of transit agencies realize that the external environment is causing them to reconsider some of their
hiring practices. A red-hot national economy has created an "employees market" in many regions where
unemployment is very low. Hiring reliable part-time empl oyees has become a particular challenge when there are so
many other job opportunities where pay is comparable and that provide better working conditions than those faced
by low-seniority bus operators (who invariably are assigned the worst routes, days off, and work shifts). Thereis
also afeeling that the new generation of workers has different attitudes toward employer loyalty and the value of
leave time. In addition, there is a growing recognition that not only single parents, but households with two working
parents as well, have family responsibilities that will be given priority over work responsibilities now more than in
the past. Some transit managers believe that perfect attendance is no longer a reasonable expectation, and they have
set their sights on reducing excessive absenteeism as amore realistic goal.

There is significant evidence that transit agencies have found ways to help achieve reasonable employee
availability. Although the methods to do this require work, resources, and possibly organizational change, they are
well worth implementing to ensure better service to the public, better bottom line budgets, and better ongoing
relationshi ps between employees and managers.



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

THE CRITICAL NATURE OF EMPLOYEE
AVAILABILITY INTHE TRANSIT INDUSTRY

Employee availability is a key factor in public transit agencies for
many reasons. Unlike most other public services, and certainly unlike
typical office environments, transit agencies are obligated to provide
precise service in accordance with a published schedule. Buses and
trains simply must be where the schedules say they are going to be or
the level of trust passengers have in the service will diminish,
ridership and revenue will decrease, and the agency will fail to
accomplish its primary mission of providing safe, reliable mohility to
the region it serves. To ensure that this primary mission is
accomplished, employees must be available when scheduled service
demands their presence.

In spite of the fundamental importance of attendance to transit
agencies, bus operators experience as much as three times the
average rate of absenteeism as other blue-collar workers (1).
Identifying and documenting actions to enhance better attendance
can have sgnificant financia benefits for labor-intensive transit
agencies. For instance, the Miami--Dade Transit Agency determined
that it would need 26 fewer bus operators on its "extra board" (the
roster of bus operators needed to work for those operators who are
absent) if the absence rate could be reduced from 20 to 18 percent
(2). The Santa Clara Valley Transit Authority determined that every
1 percent increase in absenteeism among their represented (union)
employees costs the agency $1 million in overtime or added
personnel to replace the absent employees and protect the service
promised to the public. In 1980, estimates of the annual national cost
of bus operator absence were set a $294 million. Trandated into
1995 dollars, this amounts to in excess of $3,750 per operator per
year (3).

Beyond the purely budgetary impacts, high levels of
absenteeism, particularly among bus operators, can aso lead to other
organizational inefficiencies and problems. Jacobs and Conte have
described the negative cyclica process that can be started when
absenteeism becomes excessive at atransit agency (3):

Delays (in service) occur because the replacement drivers
are often less familiar with routes and traffic patterns.
Delays can lead to dissatisfied customers who in turn opt
for aternative transportation methods. As properties
experience lower levels of ridership, budget cuts and
other cost reduction methods are indtituted with
predictable drops in driver morale and job satisfaction.
This leads to added job stress and increases in employee
absences.

As noted above, unscheduled absences cost transit agencies a
tremendous amount of money. They aso add a considerable
administrative burden. One large transit agency on the West Coast
reports that 70 percent of dl its disciplinary actions concern
employees with attendance problems. In addition, high levels of
unscheduled absences can lead to lower morale within awork force.
Unnecessary absences result in hardships for other employees, who
may be required to work when they had otherwise expected to be off

4.

In spite of the critical importance of good attendance, this
element of employee performance is a significant problem for many
public transit agencies. Of the 36 transit agencies surveyed for this
synthesisproject, 39 percent (14) stated that absenteeism in their
agency has gone up in the past 5 years, whereas only 14 percent (5)
reported that absenteeism had gone down (Figure 1).

The 36 selected systems surveyed for this synthesis were asked
the following question: "On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 meaning there
is no problem and 10 meaning there is a serious problem, how do you
rate the level of absenteeism in your agency?' The average rating for
al 36 agencies was 6.97. The most frequent rating given was 8. As
Figure 2 shows, one-half of all reporting agencies rated themselves 8
or higher. This strongly suggests that absenteeism and employee
availability are serious problems in a high percentage of transit
agencies.

The survey used for this project dso asked, "What is the
average number of days of unscheduled absence per year, per
bargaining unit employee?' Regrettably, 14 of the 36 agencies did
not know the level of absenteeism in their agency. Of the 22 agencies
that did respond, the annual level of unscheduled absenteeism ranged
from 3 to 52 days, with an average of 16.07. The reader should note
that these numbers do not include predictable, scheduled absences
such as annual leave or persona days. These numbers only address
unscheduled absence, the bulk of which is attributable to sick leave,
with workers compensation leave and Family Medica Leave having
much less of an impact.

THE COMPETITIVE MARKETPLACE
FOR EMPLOYEES

There are numerous factors that affect employee availability, many
of which are within a transit agency's ability to
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control or influence. However, there are other factors in the external
environment that influence employee availability to which transit
agencies can only react. Eleven of the 36 transit agencies reported
that more attractive pay and benefits offered by other employersin
their region contribute to attrition and employee unavailability. Most
of the transit agencies reporting this as a problem are in regions with
very low unemployment (3 percent or less.) In these circumstances,
employers are willing to pay more competitive wages and provide
better benefits to attract and keep good employees.

One of the actionsthat many transit managers admit contributes
to absenteeism is the use of part-time bus operators. A number of
transit agencies now use part-time employees, and many of those
agencies require that al new bus operators be first hired as part-time
employees. In many cases, the pay for part-time employees is
relatively low, and benefits are reduced or not provided at al. In a
full-employment economy, most agencies report that it is difficult to
attract and/or retain good mechanics and bus

operators. At Sedttle Metro Transit, the number of part-time bus
operators in the agency has dropped from 1,000 to fewer than 800 in
the past year. This rate of attrition obviously leads to problems with
employee availability.

It is impossible to tell part-time bus operators exactly when
they can expect to become full-time employees (although many
report that it averages about 1 year.) During that time, part-time bus
operators might find other full-time work with better hours and better
benefits, and leave the transit agency in spite of prospects for a full-
time operator's job in the not-too-distant future. One agency reported
that it is not unusua for part-time operators to leave the agency after
they have been trained and receive their Commercia Drivers
License. They will often go to work for over-the-road truck
companies, some of whom have been recruiting from Eastern
European countriesto fill positions.

According to Carmen W. Daecher of Safety, Clams &
Litigation Services, Inc., in Camp Hill, Pennsylvania,



"There is a shortage of drivers for al commercia vehicles, and, as
the economy improves, fewer remain as drivers. Someone will train a
driver, then the driver will look for a better job driving elsewhere"

(5).

Transit agencies that have devel oped two-tier wage systems, or
who rely on part-time employees, have noticed dramatic attrition.
Turnover among part-time bus operators was reported to be as high
as 50 percent at one mid-sized transit agency in the past year (6).
When an area's economy is booming, it is difficult to attract or retain
employees with the offer of part-time work, low starting wages, and
no benefits. One transit agency reported that they experience high
failure rate on physical exams and job skill tests, whereas many
others noted they are not attracting high caliber candidates to part-
time positions. Employees in hot economies know there are a lot of
job opportunities. According to several transit agencies in areas of
low unemployment, some fast food restaurants pay their employees
better wages than that of starting bus operators and offer substantial
cash bonuses for employees who stay with the company for 6
months. One agency recently reported losing a part-time bus operator
to alocal factory that offered new employees $500 signing bonuses.

Driving a bus smply isn't attractive work to a lot of people.
Part-time bus driving is digtinctly unattractive to mothers with
children who might want to work part-time, but need a regular
schedule. A number of transit systems are reassessing their use of
part-time bus operators and just how part-timers are paid. Two
agencies reported that they are moving away from the use of part-
time operators. One agency in a tourist-oriented economy is hiring
more full-time operators, but asking them to take their vacations in
the off-tourist portions of the year. In Denver, where unemployment
is 1.7%, the starting hourly rate for part-time bus operators was
recently raised $2 an hour to be more competitive in an "employees
market."

One transit manager noted that he believes part-time operators
actually have better atendance than full-time employees because
their wages are low and they can't afford to miss work. However,
another agency reported that part-time employees often need another
job to make ends meet. These employees sometimes get tired from
working the other job and call in sick when they don't have the
energy to work their transit shift.

Many agencies note that it is currently not a good market for
hiring part-time employees. The use of part-time bus operators may
have made good sense when unemployment was much higher. In
areas where unemployment is less than 3 percent, the competition for
good employeesis particularly fierce.

A NEW GENERATION'SCHANGING
WORK ETHIC?

Employees who are between the ages of 24 and 35 (born between
1965 and 1976) have come to be referred to as members of
"Generation X." This synthesis project certainly provides no
scientific analyses of work habits of this generation. However, the
survey questionnaire asked transit managers if they detected the new
generation's attitude toward work and loyalty to the employer. Better
than one-half (19 of 36) replied affirmatively; the most common
response being that younger employees seem to lack a sense of
commitment to their job. A number of agencies noted how younger
employees seem to value their leisure time more ("I'll do anything
you want, as long as you don't interfere with my leisure time"). A
number of agencies stated that the generation of employees that has
grown up in the 1990s has never been through tough economic times
and doesn't understand the value of a stable job. They note that many
young employees till live with their parents and smply lack a sense
of responsibility that might come with paying a mortgage or serious
rent.

Other agencies stated that there is a deterioration in the work
ethic of younger employees who treat their jobs in a rather
entrepreneurial, mercenary way. They regard themselves as
"resources," no more, no less, that are there to do a job and get out.
They don't think of themselves as being part of some "work family."
In a good economy, they feel there are better jobs somewhere else,
and they will stay only until they find something better. Some
agencies noted that there is more absenteeism and turnover among
younger employees. There is aso recognition that the new generation
has grown up seeing stories of major downsizing by employers,
while hearing they should expect to change their careers on average
six timesin their lives.

Most of these observations by transit managers are confirmed
by Bob Losyk, President and CEO of Innovative Training Solutions,
Inc., of Fort Lauderdale, Florida, and author of the book Managing a
Changing Workforce: Achieving Outstanding Service with Today's
Employees (7). He notes that the loyaty and commitment to the
workplace that previous generations had is gone. Too often
Generation Xers saw their parents dedication to a company repaid
with downsizing and layoffs. Consequently, he believes young
people fed that there is no such thing as job security. They won't
wait around and pay their dues when there is no long-term
commitment from management. His studies lead him to conclude that
Generation Xers look to jump ship when they can upgrade their
situations, and often leave ajob at the hint of a better position. Losyk
believes that Generation X will bring many positive developmentsin
the workplace. However, he aso concurs with transit managers
observations that Generation Xers strongly believe there is life after
work



and that work is only ameansto their ends: money, fun, and leisure.

CHALLENGESPRESENTED BY THE
FAMILY MEDICAL LEAVE ACT

The most frequently cited external factor that affects transit
employee availability isthe Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA). The
FMLA has presented challenges to many agencies, and there is no
easy or quick method to resolve the problems associated with it.
Although the FMLA's intent is positive for most situations, many
transit managers believe it provides an opportunity for those who
have a low sense of responsibility or interest toward their job with
another opportunity to stay out of the workplace when they fed like
it.

This federd legidation provides employees with up to 12
workweeks of unpaid, job-protected leave a year, and requires group
health benefits to be maintained during the leave as if employees
continued to work instead of taking leave. To be eligible for leave
covered by FMLA, employees must have worked for the employer
for at least 12 months, and worked at least 1,250 hours during the 12
months prior to the start of the FMLA leave. Leave may be taken for
thefollowing reasons:

For the birth of a son or daughter, and to care for the
newborn child;

For the placement with the employee of a child through
adoption or foster care, and to care for the newly placed
child;

To care for an immediate family member (spouse, child,
or parent--but not a parent in-law); and

When the employee is unable to work because of a
serious health condition.

"Serious health condition” means an illness, injury, impairment, or
physical or mental condition that includes, among other things:

A period of incapacity requiring the absence of more than
three calendar days from work, school, or other regular
daily activities that also involves continuing treatment by
(or under the supervision of) a health care provider; and
Any period of incapacity (or treatment therefor) dueto a
chronic serious hedlth condition (e.g., asthma, diabetes,
epilepsy, etc.).

The FMLA permits employees to take leave on an intermittent
basis or to work a reduced schedule under certain circumstances.
Intermittent/reduced schedule leave may be taken when medicaly
necessary to care for a serioudly ill family member or because of the
employee's serious health condition.

Twenty-six of the 36 agencies surveyed reported that this
legidation has affected employee availability. At least 10 of the
agencies expressed extreme concern with FMLA's effects, referring
to the legidation as "a nightmare," "a disaster," or "aroya pain."
Many expressed their concern over how FMLA has"bastardized" the
progressive discipline process. The legidation does not alow
employers to take negative action, such as demations or disciplinary
action, against employees taking FMLA leave. Some agencies report
that "abusers are learning how to play the game" and "run around the
system." Some agencies reported the FMLA is "killing them"
because such leave is not counted against the employee in the
disciplinary process. They claim unions coach their members to file
under FMLA if possible when taking leave to avoid such absences
being counted against their progressive discipline record.

Transit managers state that they have no problem with the act's
provisions for employees to be granted leave to care for asick family
member or a newborn child, or to recover from a verifiably serious
health condition or injury. The major point of contention is with the
FMLA  provison that permits employees to take
"intermittent/reduced schedule leave" because of a "serious heslth
condition." The frustration comes from trying to operationdize the
definition of serious hedlth condition. It is difficult to confirm or
deny the effect of certain health conditions such as gout, migraines,
soft-tissue injuries, depression, and even "irritable bowel syndrome."
Transit managers report that cases of Hepatitis C, where infections
are contracted through sexua activity, are commonly reported and
cause for leave based on the definitions of FMLA. More than one
agency complained that getting doctors notes for FMLA leave is too
simple and that doctors are reluctant not to approve an employee's
request for FMLA leave for fear of being sued. Once an employee is
certified as having a condition under FMLA, they don't need to
submit updated doctors certificates for 60 days. Agencies are
restricted in their ability to discipline those who they think are
abusing this provision and who, perhaps, are only working 4 days a
week. At least one agency stated that they believe their employees
who take FMLA leave are working other jobs.

Some agencies reported that they have offered input to
professional human resource associations that have drafted proposed
amendments to the FLMA legidation, but nothing has resulted from
these effortsyet.

SYNTHESISOBJECTIVES

The purpose of this synthesis report isto review the state of the art in

practices used by selected transit agencies in assuring employee
availability. There are a variety of factors that transit agencies must
be mindful of asthey attempt to assure themselves that they will have
the employees



necessary to provide the service promised to the public, in a manner
that isfiscally responsible. Asthisreport is being written, the nation's
economy has grown and unemployment in many markets has become
amost nonexistent. There is fierce competition for good job
applicants in al types of employment. This competition affects how
successful transit agencies will be in attracting and retaining
employees now and in the foreseeable future. It will aso cause them
to question their own practices in areas such as the use of part-time
employees, hourly wages, the provision of benefits, and selection of
candidatesfor job openings.

At the same time, many agencies feel that new attitudes toward
work and employer loyalty are evolving throughout the country. This
may be attributable in part to different approaches the "20-
something” generation has toward their careers and prioritiesin life.
It may also be partly attributable to the changing nature of
households, where the proportion of families with two working
parents is now 64.5 percent, and 64.8 percent of mothers of children
under the age of six are now at work (8). The percentage of women
in the work force with children under the age of 18 increased from
30.4 percent in 1960 to 71.4 percent in 1996 (9). According to the
Economic Policy Ingtitute of Washington, D.C., families worked 247
more hours--the equivalent of six more weeks a year--in 1996 than
they did in 1989 (10). Also, in 1989, they worked nine more weeks a
year than in 1979. Some analysts suggest that there just aren't that
many more hours families can give to work (11). According to
surveys and opinion polls taken in 1995 and 1996, 42 percent of
workers feel "used up" by the end of the workday. Between regular
work time, overtime, commuting, chores, and attending to children,
the average worker in a dua-earner household with children puts in
14.8 hours per day (9).

Transit agencies must ensure that they are aware of the stressful
conditions under which bus operators in particular work. Some of the
conditions that make bus driving difficult seem to have become
worse in recent years. Transit managers now talk about what to do
with "toxic passengers' those that cause difficulties for bus operators
and passengers alike. The 1998 shooting and murder of a bus
operator by a deranged passenger in Seattle, Washington, in which
the bus ultimately plunged from a bridge (injuring 30 passengers and
killing 1), represents the type of incident bus operators fear could
happen to them at any time. In addition, congestion on our nation's
highways continues to get worse. According to the Texas
Transportation I nstitute, the amount of severe congestion in all of the
70 urban areas they review each year has more than doubled (from
16 percent to 35 percent) between 1982 and 1996 (12). These
conditions often cause bus operators to have that much more
difficulty with keeping on schedule and keeping passengers content.
Bus operators experience increasing tension as they try to balance
their desireto

provide good customer service with the unrelenting pressure to
remain on schedule(1).

Transit agencies need to address these challenges in an industry
in which unions and managers alike often resist changing practices
that have been in place for many decades. Addressing the issues of
employee availability must be done in a work environment where
trust is often lacking between labor and management. Controls on the
use of sick leave must be negotiated. There also appears to be a
disagreement between transit management and labor on the
fundamenta purpose of sick leave. Managers tend to believe that
sick leave is provided by the agency as insurance against occurrences
of legitimate illness and injury. It is a privilege extended by the
agency, not an entitlement of the employee. Labor tends to believe
that sick leave is a benefit that has been negotiated, with costs of the
use of such benefits figured into an agency's budget. They believe it
istime to be used as needed, the use of which is not to be dictated by
management.

Transit agencies must take effective actions in the midst of
these challenging circumstances to ensure employee availability.
These actions include practices related to employee selection,
internal motivation of employees, labor-management cooperation,
supervisory involvement, incentive and discipline programs, and
workers compensation programs.

SYNTHESISMETHODSAND ORGANIZATION

Four methods were employed to assemble information for this
synthesis:

1. Literatureand researchreview,

2. Survey questionnaire (including extensive telephone
follow-up),

3. Fidd interviews and site visits, and

4.  Focus group mesetings with bus operators.

Members of the Project Panel for this synthesis report contributed
beneficial insights and experiences, many of which are reflected in
the development of the survey and the report.

An 80-item questionnaire was mailed to 50 transit agencies
throughout the United States. Thirty-six responses were returned for
a 72 percent response rate. Those agencies that responded to the
questionnaire represent a cross section of mostly mid-sized and large
transit agencies from all geographic sectors of the country. The
questionnaire appears in Appendix A. Responding agencies are listed
in Appendix B, and their geographic location is indicated on a map
of the United States in Appendix C.



Chapter 2 reviews the causes of absenteeism from the points of
view of transit managers and bus operators. The findings included in
this chapter were derived from the questionnaire, as well as from
focus groups that were conducted with 57 bus operators from alarge
transit agency concerned about its high level of absentesism. These
findings provide a powerful reminder of the need to understand the
difficulties bus operators experience that can lead to unscheduled
absences.

Chapter 3 reviews the strategies transit agencies currently use
to maximize employee availability, including:

1. Preventive measures (ways to prevent absences from
occurring):

Utilizing customized selection instruments to assess new
applicants,

Enhancing employees health through wellness programs
and ergonomic equipment,

Assigting with off-the-job needs such as day care for
children and elderly parents,

Providing various forms of incentives and awards to
encourage excellent attendance, and

Providing more flexibility in the use of leave time to take
care of personal needs.

Management controls (actions taken to control excessive
absenteeism):

Requirements to accrue a certain level of sick leave
before sick leaveis paid,

Denid of pay for thefirst day of sick leave after a certain
number of sick leave occurrences,

Requiring documentation and auditing the authenticity of
medical certificates,

Methods for addressing pattern absences,

Progressive discipline, and

Managing back to work programs.

Management interventions:

Group supervision programs for bus operators,

Total quality management programs,

Positive discipline,

Communicating the importance of good attendance, and
Modifying agency procedures to facilitate the attraction
and hiring of new employees.

Chapter 4 provides conclusions and recommendations for
further research.



CHAPTERTWO

ABSENTEEISM FROM THE POINTS OF VIEW OF TRANSIT MANAGEMENT AND LABOR

The survey questionnaire for this project asked the following
question: "What do you think are the primary causes of absenteeism
in your agency?' Managers from 36 agencies offered 18 different
causes of absenteeism as shown in Figure 3.

A more careful review of this list reveals that many of the
"causes' of absenteeism cited by the transit agencies are not causes,
per se. For instance, stretching weekends or abusing FMLA and
workers compensation are not causes of absenteeism, they are
manifestations. The question that needs to be answered is why do
employees do these things? Do they lack a responsible work ethic?
Do they basicaly didike the responsibilities of being a bus or train
operator? Are they ill-suited for their job? Do they didike their
supervisor or the agency for which they work? Are their working
conditions so unfavorable that they need to take "mental health
days?' Do they have other physical, mental, or emotiona problems
that cause them to not perform well in their jobs? These questions are
particularly important to ponder because, by one estimate, nationally,
only 28 percent of sick days are taken because of actual illness (9).

Good attendance is extremely important to transit agencies, yet
they are plagued with substantialy higher-than-average rates of
absenteeism (1). When policy and

Legitimate lliness
Family Responsibilities
Lax Attendance Policies
Poor Work Ethic
Employee-Friendly Workers' Comp/Fraudulent Claims
Undesirable Work Shifts or Days Off
Legitimate Injuries
"Sick Leave as Entitlement" Attitude
Inconsistent Application of Attendance Policies
Feelings of Alienation/Unimportance
Lack of Systematic Attendance Tracking
Low Morale due to Cancelled Leave
Abuse of FMLA
Outside Work
Lack of Flexibility for Time-Off
Burnout from Too Much Overtime
Peer Pressure
Stretching the Weekend

practice seem to clash, the reasons often can be understood by
observing the points of their intended intersection. For that reason, an
account of absenteeism from the perspectives of bus operators can
add an important voice to the discussion. Recognizing the value of
the operators experience frankly discussed, one large transit agency,
working together with the union, hired a professional research firm
experienced in conducting focus groups with employees in both
public and private agencies.

During the last week of September and the first week of
October 1998, six different focus groups were conducted with bus
operators at this transit agency. Three of the focus groups were "self-
selected” (i.e., operators signed up to be a part of afocus group when
they learned of the opportunity to participate). Three of the focus
groups were recruited groups, whose members were sdected at
random by the research firm. All employees were paid to attend. The
57 bus operators in attendance included a representative cross section
of the agency's employees in terms of age, seniority, race, and
gender. The age of operators in attendance ranged from 22 to 65 and
years of seniority ranged from 1 to 32, with an average of 11 years of
service. Forty-two operators were male and 15 were femae. Fifty
operators worked full-time and seven part-time. Thirty-one operators
were African-American, 24 were Hispanic, and 2 were non-Hispanic
white (13).

Number of Agencies Citing Cause

FIGURE 3 Primary causes of absenteeism asidentified by transit agencies.
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Each focus group lasted 2 hours, with an average of 10 bus
operators per group. At each meeting, the fecilitator explained that
the purpose of the session was to gain their insightsinto the causes of
absenteeism at the transit agency. One focus group knew in advance
that management would observe them. The remaining five were told
that no one from management would be watching or listening. The
operators in attendance were also assured that, although their input
would be reported, no names would be associated with any
comments and no tape recordings were to be made of the
proceedings. Either the principle investigator for this synthesis or a
project assistant participated in dl of the focus groups.

This chapter summarizes the input that bus operators provided
during those sessions, which was remarkably similar across al
groups, even though operators came from three different operating
facilities. One session was for employees who preferred to speak in
Spanish. The focus group facilitator encouraged the operators to
speak to the things about their job that might cause them to use sick
leave when they weren't redlly sick. The bus operators seemed
willing to express their true feelings and opinions. The input received
should prove enlightening for any transit officia interested in
reducing absenteeism.

BUSOPERATORS BACKGROUNDS

Each operator was asked to say how long he or she had worked at the
agency and why they chose to work there. Although the operators
had a variety of work experiences, the most frequently cited former
occupations were school bus driving, truck driving, security services,
and construction. Only 6 of the 57 participants were college
graduates. When asked why they joined the transit agency, the
overwhelming majority stated that they came for better pay and
better benefits. Those who worked in construction noted that driving
abus offered steady work.

Fewer than 10 percent of the operators stated that they joined
the agency because they expected to like being bus operators. A very
few stated that they thought they would like to work with the public,
and a couple of operators said they didn't want to be confined to an
office. However, it was clear there was nothing intrinsic about the
nature of the work a bus operator does that drew many of them to
jointhe agency.

SCHEDULES

Numerous bus operators stated that they occasionally needed to take
time off due to the stress of the job. One of the most frequently cited
reasons for stress was a tight bus route schedule. Operators stated
that, in some cases, the

schedules were 10 years behind the times. Traffic congestion had
increased tremendoudy, but bus route schedules had not been
adjusted in accordance with these conditions. Passengers in
wheelchairs take far more time to board and are using transit more,
particularly since they are being encouraged to use fixed-route transit
versus paratransit. A multitude of passes and fare media makes fare
enforcement more time consuming, and bike racks add more pressure
to completing a route on time. Some operators added that most other
drivers on the road are not sympathetic to a bus when it is trying to
reenter traffic from a bus pullout, and that this also contributes to
buses running late.

Operators feel pressure to accomplish their primary mission of
providing reliable, timely transit service; however, above al, they
must provide safe service, and they find that they must drive unsafely
if they are to maintain what they regard as unrealistic schedules.
Even greater pressure comes from passengers who get tense over
missing connections, getting to work late, etc. Passengers tend to let
the drivers know their displeasure, even though the operators have
done everything within their power (and may have even taken some
risks) to stay on schedule. Operators know full well that speeding
tickets could result in lost jobs.

Tight schedules can also consume recovery time for operators
at the end of routes. They often have no time to use restrooms or take
just a short bresther from their work. Two operators recounted times
when they had to urinate into a cup while inside the bus, because
they had no time to relieve themselves at the layover point. In the
opinion of one operator, "Management doesn't care about these
needs. They treat us asif we aren't humans."

Other operators noted that the lack of time for breaks at layover
points also contributed to poor eating habits. With only a few
minutes to eat, they down conveniently available junk food rather
than more nutritious meals. One operator noted she had gone from a
size 6 to asize 14 during her time as a bus operator and blamed most
of that on awork schedule that doesn't provide for decent breaks for
reasonable food.

Tight schedules were clearly of paramount concern to the vast
majority of bus operators. As one stated, "There's only one good
route--the one | take to go home when I'm done."

EQUIPMENT AND FACILITIES

Bus operators do not shape or control the environment in which they
work. Their workplace is a rolling machine that is maintained by
someone else and subject to deterioration in



any number of ways. Good driver's seats are critica to bus operator
comfort, yet many operators noted that they have “rocking chair
seats’ that require repair or replacement, Operators were all the more
frustrated having to sit in such seats even after reporting the problem
many times. In some cases, radios were inoperative, giving bus
operators an even greater sense of isolation asthey drove their routes.
Air conditioning was too often inadequate to cool the entire coach
comfortably, resulting in passenger discomfort as well. As with tight
schedules, bus operators take the brunt of passenger complaints about
inadequate bus conditions.

Buses that bresk down in service cause grester inconvenience
for passengers and even more headaches for bus operators. The
operator of a bus following a broken down bus must take the
complaints from passengers who had been waiting for the lead bus
that never showed up. Buses that get repaired must often “ deadhead”
past waiting passengers to get back on schedule. Operators know
they will be facing unhappy passengers the next day, which has
caused someto call in sick the next day.

As noted earlier, bus operators cited problems with accessing
restrooms. On some routes there ware no restroom facilities at the
layover point, whereas in other cases the restrooms were too far away
for the operator to get to them and back in a reasonable time. This
posed a particular problem for female bus operators. Two operators
recounted times when they had to stop the bus in the middle of a
route near a fast food restaurant to use the restrooms. Some
passengers, concerned with making their connections with
intersecting buses, took exception to the operator doing this, which
resulted in extremely unpleasant remarks being made to the bus
operator.

Operators also noted that a quiet room that used to be available
to operators who were in between pieces of work had been converted
to more office space for other agency functions. This quiet room had
been an important place for those operators who preferred to be out
of the general din that existsin an operator’s preparation room.

SECURITY AND PASSENGERS

Numerous operators reported being cursed at, threatened, and
slapped, Other reported having been spit on, hit with objects such as
umbrellas, and shot a with BB guns. All bus operators were aware
of far more serious incidents, including a stabbing and serious
beatings. More than 30 assaults on bus operators and occurred within
the past year. All operators knew such things happened and that it
could very well happen to them. One operator asked, “Do you know
what it's like going to work everyday worried about your well-being,
your safety, maybe your life?’
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The clear majority of operators agreed that over the years the
character of bus passengers has changed for the worse. Passengers
are more likely to snap at bus operators over any disagreement or
misunderstanding. Operators stated that there are more people using
drugs, more homeless people, more people who used to be in
ingtitutions, and more people carrying weapons. As one operator
stated, “Each time you open that door, you don’t know what will
come through.” Some passengers feel they have leverage over a bus
operator by threatening to call transit supervisors with complaints.
One operator recalled an incident where a passenger, trying to board
with an invalid transfer, said he would cal in a complaint if the
driver refused his transfer. After the operator suggested he do so,
because he was enforcing the rules as part of his job, the passenger
said, “You're not going to like this complaint. I'm going to say that
you cursed me, threatened me, and drove recklessly.”

The operators noted how difficult school students could be on
certain routes. Some students hit the “ Stop Requested” bar with no
intent of disembarking. Others pull the emergency switch as a prank.
The operators believed that routes that carry lots of students need
more under-cover police.

Some routes are particularly unattractive because they serve
high crime areas where assaults on bus operators are more frequent.
Bus operators assigned to such a route will often cdl in sick. One
operator related that he took 2 days sick leave after driving on a
particularly dangerous route because of the stress and tension he felt.
A considerable amount of sick time is used on Halloween because of
incidents of abuse, such as having rocks, eggs, and even a bucket of
urinethrown at operators.

PERSONAL NEEDS/INFLEXIBLE RULES

The majority of the operators in these sessions admitted they booked
sick when they really weren't as their only way of attending to
certain persona responsibilities. Because of operator shortages, the
agency offered no opportunities for drivers to swap days off, and
only rarely granted the use of annua leave on a daily basis without
an advance request. Operators have had to call in sick to attend
teachers' conferences, the graduation of a son or daughter, the birth
of achild, the funeral of a close friend, because a regular baby-sitter
was not available, or because a car wouldn't start. Operators aso
noted how time sensitive their jobs were, If they were even a second
late for report, they would lose their run and be credited with a “late
report” on their attendance record. Although they understood the
need for the requirement in an agency that runs on a schedule, they
noted that life is not always predictable, especially for those with
children. A number of operators noted how helpful a day care center
a the operating facility
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would be. Unexpected things can happen to the best-prepared
employee. Some would call in sick rather than lose their run and be
subject to alate report.

OTHER BUSOPERATORS

Most operators in the focus groups acknowledged there were abusers
of sick leave among their ranks, which contributed to excessive
absenteeism in the agency. The attendance policies were quite lax,
and a number of operators took full advantage of this laxness. The
operators did not offer a definition of "sick leave abuse" nor did they
have firm ideas on what should be done about people who abuse sick
leave. There was general agreement that unusua levels of
absenteeism occur on paydays and Mondays. Many said they knew
operators who use their sick days as soon as they are accrued. They
aso knew of an operator who hadn't worked a Thursday in 14
months (his regular days off were Tuesday and Wednesday.) This
type of attendance pattern makes it more difficult for legitimate
requests for annual leave to be granted on adaily basis.

Some operators acknowledged that there were other operators
who would shut down a bus to take a break when they wanted one.
Although some operators said they understood that sometimes this
happens because of stress, they also noted that several operators just
don't have a good work ethic. An operator who puts a bus down
intentionally cresates stress for the bus operator behind him, who will
need to pick up al the waiting passengers that are now late. Again,
the bus operator doing his job properly will catch the flack of
unhappy passengers who believe he is running late. Some operators
acknowledged that they have caled in sick when they knew they
were going to be behind an operator with a reputation of putting a
bus down. Operators also acknowledged that they know of fellow
operators who abused their break time at certain layover points. That
kind of behavior makes passengers upset at the transit system, and
even drivers who do their jobs perfectly will face passengers who are
upset over the actions of another driver. Operators also noted that
some operators simply do not enforce agency rules dealing with fares
and transfers. This makes conditions worse for operators who do try
to enforce the rules, because it appears that favoritism is being
extended to some passengers.

INSUFFICIENT COMMUNICATION/
NONSUPPORTIVE SUPERVISION

One of the most powerful points made in every focus group was that
operators felt there was a lack of support from management. For
example, operators are told to enforce the fare policy and not allow
anyone to board with an invdid transfer. However, field supervisors
don't always

support them when a passenger complains. Operators are told to give
the passenger the benefit of the doubt; however, if a spotter was
riding the bus and noticed the driver alowing the passenger to board
with an invaid transfer, drivers believe they would be "written up.”
The operators expressed the need for a consistent policy and for more
supervisors who would enforce that policy.

When passengers file complaints, bus operators aso believe
that they are "presumed guilty until proven innocent." Although
every complaint has two sides, some operators believe that transit
managers aready have their minds made up before they hear the
operator's side of the story. Some operators stated that they feel they
are "the enemy within the agency."

Many participants noted that bus operators who become
supervisors let it "go to their heads' and don't communicate well with
their former associates. One operator wished for a simple friendly
greeting on the bus radio system, a"Good Morning" or "Thank you
for being here today." Instead, the message is more likely to be an
order, such as "Make your announcements of stops in accordance
with the ADA." Another operator suggested building comradery by
giving the operators a quick debriefing before they started their day.

The operators claimed that they rarely hear from supervisors or
managers. They feel there is little or no follow-up to their
suggestions. Bulletin boards are cluttered and not helpful in terms of
highlighting truly important information. They believe managers
have no idea what is really happening in the field. One operator told
of asituation where she had been physically threatened and, athough
she felt traumatized, no one was sent to replace her for over an hour.
Anather operator could not forget an incident when a passenger spit
in his face; a supervisor and a police officer witnessed the event but
did not react. Such events drain morae, as evidenced in one
operator's statement, "If they don't care about me, | don't care about
them." This same attitude was echoed by severa bus operators who
had long since become fed up with buses that broke down, tight
schedules, the lack of accessible restrooms, insufficient support, and
little communication. As one operator advised, "If you show me you
care a little about me, I'll bend over backward for you." Most
operators in attendance firmly believed that transit managers were
out of touch with a bus operator's needs and that they redlly didn't
care. They felt there was a double standard for managers who had no
trouble getting time off to see their child's graduation, or to attend a
friend's funeral. Consequently, when the operators need time off for
personal needs, they admit to calling in sick. As one operator stated,
"When you get upset at the agency, you say the hell with it. | got two
sick days; I'll take them. Now I'm giving you the stress.”
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There are many strategies transit agencies need to utilize to highlight the strategies transit agencies are using in an attempt to
address the problems associated with absenteeism, particularly minimize absenteeism and ensure employee availability.
among bus operators. The next chapter will
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CHAPTER THREE

STRATEGIESUSED BY TRANSIT AGENCIESTO MAXIMIZE EMPLOYEE AVAILABILITY

There are many factors that can contribute to transit agencies having
problems with employee availability. Chapters 1 and 2 documented
many of the factors: tight labor markets, legitimate illnesses or on-
the-job injuries, family responsibilities, employees who either have
poor work attitudes or are not well suited to a customer relations job,
lax attendance policies, the lack of flexibility for taking time off,
difficult/stressful working conditions, and employees sense of
alienation and unimportance. Given the variety of contributing
factors, transit agencies have had to adopt a number of different
strategies to enhance employee availability. This chapter places each
of these strategies into one of three categories: preventive measures
designed to prevent absence before it occurs, management controls
on the use of sick leave that deal primarily with the monitoring of
atendance and to applying discipline after unscheduled absences,
and other management interventions worthy of discussion that don't
fit neatly into either of the first two categories.

PREVENTIVE MEASURES

Transit agencies are taking a number of proactive steps to help
prevent absences from occurring. Most of these steps address the
primary causes of absenteeism and include the following:

Hiring practices

Health maintenance

Addressing off-the-job employee needs

Providing incentivesto come to work

Providing employees with more flexible schedules.

There are many different techniques within these categories that are
being used in the industry. The extent to which they are being used is
described here in more detail.

HiringPractices

Although it has always been important to do as thorough a job as
possible when reviewing a candidates skills, character, and work
background, there are factors prevalent today that make the employee
selection process even more challenging and important. First, many
agencies note that very low unemployment in their regions has
resulted in "employee markets," where competition for qualified
workersisintense. Many transit agencies acknowledge

that it is more difficult to attract the higher caliber candidates,

especidly given transit's seniority system and how it results in new
employees getting the least attractive shifts and often no benefits (for
part-timers or employees on probation). Second, previous employers
are becoming more reluctant to provide full information on the work
record of past employees for fear of being sued. Third, the majority
of transit systems note that many members of the new generation of
employees have a digtinctly different attitude toward work and
employer loyaty. Fourth, the "lack of work ethic' or "laziness'

among employees was the third leading cause of absentegism

according to transit agencies surveyed for this report (see Figure 3).
Bus operators who took part in the focus groups described in chapter
2 further confirmed this as a contributing factor to absenteeism.

Employee Selection Instruments

The four preceding factors suggest that customized selection
instruments may be increasingly valuable as tools for matching
applicants aptitudes with the requirements of the job. On average,
those agencies that reported using such customized selection
instruments rated "absenteeism as a problem" as 6.06 on ascale of 1
to 10 (Figure 2), whereas those that did not use customized selection
instruments rated "absenteeism as a problem" at 7.05.

There are many testing instruments that transit agencies can use
to help develop ajob candidate profile. Of the 36 agencies surveyed,
16 use customized selection instruments to help determine which
candidates they will select. Six of the surveyed agencies use the Bus
Operator Selection Survey (B.O.S.S.). The B.O.S.S. uses a 77-item
survey, designed under a grant from the American Public Transit
Association, as an initial screening tool for the selection of bus
operators. This survey takes approximately 30 minutes to complete
and asks questions that help atransit agency determine the applicants
atitudes toward safety, attendance, and customer service. To alesser
degree, temperament, socia involvement, timeliness, and self-
confidence are also assessed. The B.O.S.S. was validated on more
than 800 bus operators across the country using a classic, concurrent,
criterion-related study designed to determine if incumbent bus
operators who scored well on the test adso had good attendance
records. The validity test demonstrated that incumbent bus operators
who scored higher on the attendance biodata predictor



tended to be absent less for any reason, used fewer days of worker's
compensation, and were | ate less often (3).

The test places applicants into one of five categories, with those
in Category One being the most desirable to hire. Those who are
predicted to have strong attendance and acceptable safety records are
in Category Two. Those who are predicted to have strong safety
records and acceptable attendance are in Category Three. Those who
are predicted to have acceptable safety and attendance records arein
Category Four, but characterized as potentially poor risks. Those in
Category Five are considered to have a low probability of success
and are not hired (14). Twenty-six transit agencies from across the
country have tested over 15,300 candidates using the B.O.S.S.
However, very few have conducted systematic analyses of the
performance of bus operators hired after taking the B.O.S.S. One
such agency that has performed such an analysis is New Jersey
Transit. At New Jersey Transit, 73.1 percent of those bus operators
who scored best on the B.O.SS. test and were in the highest
classification (Category One) had zero sick days in their first year,
compared to 46.67 percent with zero sick days for those selected
from Category Three. Overall, among all the bus operators selected
through the B.O.S.S. instrument at New Jersey Transit, 75 percent
had one or no sick days and 93 percent had fewer than five sick days
in their first year (15). New York City Transit reported that the
dropout rate among bus operator trainees has decreased 11 percent
and that student accidents have decreased 30% since they began
using the B.O.S.S. to help select their new bus operators (15).
Citifare (the transit agency for the Regional Transportation
Commission in Washoe County, Nevada) has aso determined that
employees who scored well on the B.O.S.S. test have had better
attendance records than those with lower scores. Hence, there are
preliminary indications that there is a correlation between high
B.O.SS. test scores and good attendance, athough the remaining
agencies have indicated that they have not yet done evaluations. No
agency that has begun using the B.O.S.S. expressed disappointment.
Even those without sufficient experience to evaluate its effectiveness
have a positive feeling about it. One states that their agency is
"noticing a difference," another felt "they were better off with it than
without it," whereas another expressed grest satisfaction with the
nature of the questions on the tests.

Not al transit agencies that have considered using the B.O.S.S.
program have adopted it. A transit agency in Southern California
decided against purchasing the B.O.S.S. based on its belief that it
wasn't well suited to their diverse pool of candidates. The agency
believed that the life experiences of many Vietnamese candidates
didn't correlate well with the nature of many of the questions, and the
language skills of the applicants proved to be a barrier to easy
completion of thetest. An agency in the
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state of Washington felt the cost of the B.O.S.S. testing service was
too high, particularly for smal and medium-sized transit agencies.
This agency also expressed concern that reliance on the test to select
candidates might subject them to Equal Employment Opportunity-
related challenges from applicants in their community. Agencies
interested in knowing more about thisissue might wish to consult the
Uniform Guidelines on Employee Sdlection Procedures as adopted
by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.

Citifare stands out among transit agencies because it uses four
different tests (explained later) to help select bus operator candidates:
the B.O.S.S,; the Driver Risk Index Video Test; the REID Report;
and Seattle Metro's "Working with the Public’ Video Test. At
Citifare, unscheduled absences average 10 days per year
(considerably better than the average of 16.07 days of unscheduled
absence of all transit agencies surveyed for this report), and
attendance performance has stayed about the same over the past 5
years. Citifare believes that the use of multiple tests is beneficial,
because they focus primarily on different aress. For instance,
candidates might be particularly strong in safety, but they might
exhibit very wesk attitudes in attendance. Hence, they believe that
the thorough review of candidates using different testing instruments
ultimately benefits the agency by alowing them to select the very
best candidates, as validated by multiple selection instruments. Each
test acts as asieve that helps the agency sort out the best candidates.

The Driver Risk Index used by Citifare is an evauation
instrument designed to measure the driver's traffic risk recognition
and control skills. According to Dr. Jack Weaver of Advanced
Driving Skills Ingtitute of Clearwater, Florida, it is an instrument
used by a number of public and private agencies involved in the
transportation of goods or passengers (16). It takes about 45 minutes
to complete and consists of 50 video vignettes showing traffic
situations from the vantage point of the driver. The applicants are
asked to agree or disagree with the commentator's comments about
the scenario. A correct answer receives a score of one, while al other
answers receive a score of zero. Citifare believes it helps to predict
the ability of the applicant to drive defensively (14). The more safely
an operator drives, the less likely they are to have accidents that
might cause them to misswork dueto injury.

The REID Report is produced by Reid Psychological Systems
of Chicago, Illinois. Reid Psychological Systems has developed
numerous employment testing programs to help identify critical
information about job applicants that is difficult to find solely
through interviews and resumes (17). The test used by Citifare
consists of three parts that take approximately 1 hour to complete.
The first part is an integrity attitude scale with 83 questions that test
the
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candidate's trustworthiness and productivity. The second part is a
socid behavior questionnaire with 73 questions designed to uncover
an applicant's experiences at work and elsewhere. The third part has
46 questions designed to determine safety attitudes and recent drug
use. Each section resultsin the candidate being placed in one of three
categories: "Recommended,” "Qualified Recommended,” and "Not

Recommended.” Citifare's Transit Manager Michael Stedle states "It

is amazing how many people taking these tests will admit they've
stolen something, or hang around with people who use drugs, or have
had a shouting match with their supervisor." Citifare managers
believe that candidates who are more honest and score well on the
integrity test are less likely to cal in sick when they really aren't.

They adso believe that drug use can lead to unnecessary absences
from work. At Citifare, candidates whose scores result in a "Not

Recommended" evaluation are not hired.

Another candidate screening tool is the Seattle Metro's
"Working with the Public" Video Test. First developed in 1979 by
the Sedttle Metro transit agency, the test consists of 65 video
vignettes showing typical scenarios that a coach operator faces. In
each vignette, a critical incident is dramatized, with the action
stopping at the point where the operator would need to make a
judgment concerning the situations. Four possible choices are then
presented to the candidate. The correct answer solves the problem in
the most effective, courteous manner. Other answers are weighted in
terms of their effectivenessin resolving the problems. The manner in
which the candidate "handles' the situation demonstrates the quality
of the driver's human relation skills (18).

As described by the bus operators who participated in the focus
groups reported on in chapter 2, stressful incidents with passengers
can have a mgor effect on a bus operator's attitude and ability to
work. Those with a greater ability to let unimportant things go and
who remain calm when provoked will have a greater tolerance for the
tension that a bus operator will experience. Thisin turn can affect a
bus operator's attendance record and availability to the transit agency.

The Seattle Metro Video Test has been used by more than 65
transit agencies in the United States. Based on surveys of 54 transit
agencies in 1993, 73 percent agreed that the video test improved the
quality of new hires and that the public relations skills of applicants
would be difficult to know without it (18). More than 80 percent saw
improvements in areas that would be expected to be directly effected
by improved judgment in working with people. The impact on
turnover and sick leave was not as great, but till important (40-50
percent noted improvements). One respondent to this synthesis
report's survey recently abandoned the Sesttle Metro Video Test
claiming insufficient correlation between performance and test

results. Two other agencies use a test very similar to the Seattle test
(customized a bit for their local circumstances) and are quite pleased
with its predictive capabilities. Pierce Transt in Tacoma,
Washington, reported that the transit agencies in the state of
Washington formed a consortium to help pay for the updating of the
Sedttle Metro Test. ERGOMETRICS, a private firm in Sedttle, is
now marketing the new video tests entitled "START People Sense”
and "START Driving." The updated subject matter includes customer
relations, relations with supervisors and co-workers, and working
with a diverse customer base including teenagers and paratransit
customers(19).

Conducting Thorough Reference Checks

Virtualy al employers want the work history of a potentia
employee. Hence, it was mildly surprising to learn that only 23 of the
36 transit agencies surveyed indicated that they conducted athorough
reference check of each applicant's record of attendance in prior
positions. The most likely cause for this, which was noted by a few
agencies, is that previous employers are reluctant to offer specific
information on past employees, fearing potential lawsuits. (This
might not prevent a transit agency from obtaining information on
applicants attendance records if their previous employers were
public agencies. The Cdifornia Public Records Act dlows
prospective employers to review al but the most sensitive work
records of a public employee, such as medical or police records,
which might congtitute an unwarranted invasion of personal privacy.)
Information gained from references is more suspect, which resultsin
agencies not being able to complete thorough analyses of past
attendance records. In the absence of detailed attendance
information, Houston Metro in Harris County, Texas, noted that it
examines an applicants entire work history to get a sense of their
employment stability. If a pattern of employment stability is lacking,
they do not offer the candidate the job. Most transit agencies conduct
extensive screening, including criminal background and driving
record checks. The Tri-County Metropolitan Transportation District
of Oregon (Tri-Met) in Portland, Oregon, reports that they do not
accept applications unless there are at least three references listed.
They aso require applicants to perform "work demonstration tests'
in which candidates must perform certain movements that
demonstrate their capability to perform the types of movements they
will be required to do on the job (such as reaching, assisting people
in wheelchairs, etc.).

Requiring New Employees to Attest That
They Understand Attendance Palicies

Transit agencies generally advise new employees of agency policies
(including attendance policies) during



their orientation or initial training. However, only 19 of the 36 transit
systems have adopted the practice of having employees formally
attest, in writing, that they have read, understand, and agree to abide
by the agency's attendance policies. Some agencies commented that
such a technique has no impact on employee behavior, particularly
with the FMLA in effect. Thistechnique is regarded as a"reinforcer"
by those who use it, one that helps highlight the significance of
atendance, and is just a smal part of the agencies comprehensive
approach to preventing and controlling absenteeism.

Pierce Transit attempts to minimize turnover among new
employees by being candid with their job applicants about the
difficult nature of the relief bus operator job. Each job applicant is
given a three-page report entitled "The Life of a Relief Transit
Operator at Pierce Transit" that they must read and sign prior to
being interviewed (Appendix D). This report describes the relatively
unattractive aspects of working for an employer whose first shift
begins at 3:31 am. and whose last shift ends a 1:11 am. The report
describes how relief operators have no choice as to which shift they
will work or what routes they will drive. The report also describes
scenarios in which work assignments might be changed with only 1
hour's notice, and applicants are advised that there is no guarantee of
when they will be promoted to a full-time operator's position. In
short, Pierce Transit emphasizes that during the time anew employee
is arelief bus operator, it will be very difficult for them to schedule
their private lives around what their employer expects of them. The
agency believes that this candid, realistic report helps to minimize
turnover they might otherwise experience with newly hired and
trained bus operators.

Health Maintenance

Transit agencies would be wise to provide more emphasis on helping
their employees maintain good health. In his 1994 report, "Working
on the Hot Seat: Urban Bus Operators' (1), Gary Evans noted that
"Urban bus drivers die at a younger age from coronary heart disease,
typicaly retire earlier with physical disabilities and are absent from
work a much higher rates for gastrointestinal, musculoskeletal and
nervous disorders than their contemporaries in numerous other
occupational  groups." In other driver-related industries, health
maintenance has proven to be a primary concern for managers (20).
The academic and trade literature related to truck drivers lists acohol
and drug abuse (21--23), fetigue (24--26), back pain (27,28), and
"lifestyle hazards" including food, nutrition, and exercise (29) as
the primary reasons for health related problems and absence.
Henrickson suggests that an agency must stress that they operate in
an organizationa culture that does not condone drug and & cohol
abuse (20,30).
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Although this report concerns itself with employee availability,
theissue of health care aso has substantial impacts on the budgets of
all employers, including transit agencies. San Diego Transit's Vice-
President of Human Resources, Frank Shipman, reports that health
care expenditures at his agency have increased by 10 percent or more
in each of the past 2 